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I graduated	in	May,	2008,	with	a	Bachelor	of	Arts	degree	in	psychology.	This	chapter	is	part	of	a	larger	 thesis	 for	 the	Gaines	 Fellowship	 in	 the	
Humanities.	While	an	undergraduate	student,	I	was	
involved	within	the	Gaines	Fellowship	Program	and	
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to	 the	 top	 of	 the	Nielsen	 rating	 charts	 and	have	
assumed	a	dominance	that	is	difficult	to	cast	aside.	
One	 such	 reality	 show,	American Idol	 has	 grown	
in	popularity	over	its	last	six	seasons.	This	chapter	
discusses	 one	 of	 the	main	 arguments	 of	 a	 larger	
honors	thesis	that	examines	the	underlying	motives	
that	keep	American	viewers	watching.	As	a	cultural	
commodity,	 American Idol	 can	 be	 viewed	 as	 a	
product	 of	American	 values	 and	holds	 a	 societal	
purpose	 for	 its	viewers.	Therefore,	 the	arguments	
within	this	chapter	propose	that	the	great	popularity	
enjoyed	by	American Idol	 is	 due	 to	 its	 ability	 to	
psychologically	involve	its	viewers.	More	specifically,	
the	psychological	purposes	of	this	show	may	lead	
to	 the	 amplified	 depiction	 of	 the	 humiliation	 of	
performing	candidates.	Current	research	within	the	
field	of	media	psychology	suggests	that	the	motives	
for	 viewing	 reality	 television	 can	 be	 explained	







motives,	 due	 to	 their	 abilities	 to	 urge	 viewers	 to	
protect	or	increase	their	self-esteem.
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Anaylsis 
“You	have	 invented	 a	 new	 form	of	 torture,”	 “Shave	
off	your	beard	and	wear	a	dress.	You	would	be	a	great	

















evaluation	 given	 to	 contestants	 (www.nielsenmedia.
com).	Although	contestants	and	viewers	have	become	
























































that	 he	 couldn’t	 sing.	Cowell	 deepened	 the	 blow	by	
comparing	Briggs’	face	to	that	of	a	bush	baby	(Kelleher	
and	Alexander,	1).	
The	 day	 after	 the	 aforementioned	 controversial	
audition,	American Idol’s	audition	process	was	fiercely	










throughout	 the	whole	 process.	Although	 the	process	













can	 viewing	populace;	 the	 entertainment	 industry	
















as	Candid Camera	and	Cops, The Real World	offered	a	
complete	narrative	for	viewers	and	a	greater	opportunity	
for	viewer	involvement	(Baker,	58).	Candid Camera	and	
Cops	 both	offered	 a	 real	 sequence	of	 events,	 but	 the	
















such	as	Cops	and	America’s Funniest Home Videos,	were	
low	budget	productions	that	showcased	video	footage	
from	family	home	videos,	wild	police	chases,	and	vicious	
animal	 attacks.	 These	 shows	 were	 not	 appointment	
viewing	shows;	instead,	viewers	chose	them	by	default	
after	checking	the	shows	available	on	other	channels.	



















Through	 reality	 television’s	 dominance	 in	 the	
Nielsen	ratings,	 its	popularity	 is	apparent,	but	 less	 is	
known	about	the	pleasure	and	enjoyment	received	by	
viewers,	which	motivate	 them	 to	 continue	watching.	
Although	there	is	not	a	large	base	of	existing	research	










































ing	 of	 the	 psychological	 needs	 that	 reality	 television	
fulfills	through	the	uses	and	gratifications	perspective.	
This	 theory	holds	 that	a	wide	 range	of	gratifications	
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Specifically,	 concerning	 talent	 or	 competition	
reality	programs,	Nabi	et	al.	 found	that	 these	shows	
promoted	the	“judging	others”	gratification,	and	talent	




























































those	who	are	 rejected.	 In	 these	 instances	when	our	
positive	self-evaluations	hold,	we	feel	positive	emotions	
such	as	happiness	and	pride.	





viewership	 be	 explained	 once	 the	 opening	 episodes	












we	 are,	we	 can	decrease	 our	 identification	with	 that	





















































determination	of	 the	expression	of	 schadenfreude.	 If	
the	person	deserves	 the	misfortune	and	 is	perceived	
to	be	similar	to	us,	schadenfreude	is	likely	to	emerge	
























but	we	 should	be	 reminded	of	 the	backlash	 from	 the	
“bush	baby”	audition.
When	 the	 audition	 aired,	members	 of	 the	media	
were	not	the	only	group	upset;	viewers	were	outraged	
too.	Part	of	 the	viewers’	 response	may	be	dictated	by	
social	 norms	because	 individuals	 attempt	 to	 conform	
to	what	is	accepted	behavior	and	fear	being	personally	
implicated	in	any	action	that	breaks	a	social	norm,	such	
as	humiliating	 an	undeserving	 individual	 (Asch,	 277;	





































a	mental	 rubric,	which	 can	 assist	 in	 determining	 the	
shows	that	have	gone	too	far.	Superstars USA,	a	talent	
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